The significance of platelets with increased RNA content (reticulated platelets). A measure of the rate of thrombopoiesis.
Direct flow cytometric measurement of nucleic acid content in individual platelets is possible using the fluorescent dye Thiazole Orange (Becton-Dickinson, San Jose, CA). When applied to studies of thrombocytopenic patients, platelets with elevated nucleic acid content ("reticulated platelets") can be identified and quantitated. Labeling of these platelets is saturable and is abolished by treatment with RNAse. It has been suggested that, similar to the erythrocyte reticulocyte response to anemia, the number of these platelets appearing in the circulation may provide an estimate of the rate of thrombopoiesis. The authors studied 229 thrombocytopenic patients, measuring both reticulated platelets and platelet-associated immunoglobulin. The results show that for the subset of patients with normal levels of platelet-associated immunoglobulin, the average absolute number of reticulated platelets is independent of platelet count and remains in the normal range. For those with elevated levels of platelet-associated immunoglobulin, the absolute number of reticulated platelets increases in patients who are moderately thrombocytopenic (60 to 100 x 10(9)/L) but decreases to normal or subnormal levels as thrombocytopenia worsens. The latter finding has been duplicated in studies of mice made thrombocytopenic by injection of anti-platelet antiserum. These results are consistent with the hypothesis that reticulated platelets are subject to peripheral destruction at the same rate as mature platelets, and that in the severely thrombocytopenic patient their level may decrease despite an appropriate marrow thrombopoietic response.